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! : . Seskir: =c¢ *170lve studer*s more acxzxvely in their
Wwriting assignments, o *wachers develox=F a grour =: sequential
wrlting assignment: ool 5004 ﬂntev\-sc:plln::y emphezzzis for students
in an advanced wri—mng xrse. Thx goal zf “hese wr——==3 assignments
was to give studerr~— shr wad solwed most =7 their m=rhz=ical writing
problems a chance tc w=zriore their aqwn ezxx:zences =mé zchieve an
active commend ir a nar—ficuleT sTubject a—ee: while pmiishing their
writing skills. Bach ==signmer= kad a2 .ycle of four =-=ivities
‘designed to involve sturevwts Em fxcreasingly complex t—=ticg tasks.
‘The four stages of eack eritimy zssignment were as foolio#s: (N a

\ free writino activity Zv whict students amuld "brainstorz# their
subject area; (2) 2 fomp=ed, rtructured =Tagraph ol 12 == 15
sentences on the *opic, =ya2lis depending =xciusively on p=csonal
experience; (3) a strztured essay of fiwve to six paragr=ohs,
designed for a general zudience, that adme? support to tme
personal-experience mzzerial w3tk infore=tlon from the pcaular media;
and (4) a structured =eyort Zatended for a specialized auijience and
supported with infornatinn €-oer prafessicral pocks and joarnals as
well .as from the populxz: pefia 3nN@ persmma’ e excs=rience. Tae cycle was
used in four writ*ng assignmen+=s througphimt semescer arid combired
with additional instrrz—siom o= 'bﬁtor*c, «ritizg mechanics, and
research methodo’ogv. {EL}
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FROM COMPOSITION TO CAREER: SEQUENTIAL ASSIGNMENTS FOR PROFESSIONAL WRITING

Lillian M. Bissoﬁ,

The approach and the materlals described below stem from some work

‘whlch I and Deborah Fort, now of the American Council on Educatlon, under-

took to encourage students to take more active command of their research

efforts. W° use these materlals in an Advarced Comp091t10n course, the

“third 1eve1 iz Marymount College of Virginia's writing program which a]so

includes a basic course and a traditional Composition course. They coqld,
however, be adapted to fit anywhere\{ﬁig college writing program after
the basic level.
bl . N\
Our approach grew out of both some theoretical concerns which I'll men-

tion later and some practical classroom realities which I'm sure many of you

share. Flrst, we faced demands from faculty in the prnfessional flelds that

writing courses better prepare students for the kind of wrltlng they en-
counter in their majors and, ostensibly anyway, out in the working world.

Coupled with this pressure was our own determination that writing become not

v

‘purely a tool fervjob advancement but also a means of self-discovery.

. 9 - ;(
Perhaps mest compelling was our frustration as writing teachers. For
in spite of having some success in convincing sLudents to be conerete and -
specific,. to narrow their subjects and focus their materials; and to recreate
thei;\Expegiences es intensely- as pessible, we eame to expect disastrous
papers the first tiee we required étudents;to move beyond personal experience

and to incorporate outside informatiom like statistics, cases, and authori-

ﬁﬁiij;§N 



ties for support. They simply were not making the transition. What they i
learned about effectivehwriting disappeare; overnight, and all =z= bad tabits
they had picked up in years of writing about topics concerning which thz hag
eeitﬁer initial ihfa:mation‘nor direct ==zperience reasserted themselves.
.am- purposely making ﬁlaaket generalizattous here. For uﬁtil we zagzm wirk o \ng
on the problem, we found almost no exceptions. Althomgh'not‘all -sere tZis
1ncoherent, sane, 1nte111gent students w0uld produce senternces i_ e txze
following: ' ' /

The v1sually impaired child as with all handicapped chil-

dren requ1re basically the same needs yet with di:ferent

techniques to arrive at these goals. Learning materials

are identical to those for normzl children;\therefore; tﬁeiﬁg
are equal in cognitive abilitieé and mainstreaming would
. L}

geem beneficial.
This student had earlier written movingly about her work with emotisna
disturbed children. Yer turned to a research assignment,.she prodpeeé
maddening, mirdless prose. Not only did she succypb to educatienal jatgos
set phrases like "cognitive abilities," "viseallv impaired,"'aﬁﬁn"maing;,;4r~
1ng"-- but also she showed absolutely no sense of her own 1nte11igenc=’
role in shaping what she was saying-that is, that children who don't -
well have the same need anu ability to learn as other children but th: -r zir
teachers may need to use special methods to help them. Her pseudo-fl==

reveals the “prepackagiﬁg" feature of language, that phenomenon which Miza.

Shaughnessy,nbted in the work of the more advanced writers to whom sh= copwared

her basic strugglers (Eifofe-and Expectations, p. 208).
B§ _
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In ac:itZon to meumzmz=ged individua. sentences, studeat efforts at
reszszrch wap=<s revew . . .az—ger problem: =1 aimless e-prczch to thei- whole
top..zs. e kave &l ~-if=red through reading patcaworl pa=Ts-- strings of
dire~: quotz—fons «x -srtial paraphrase linked togethex ©o che wealzest threads
of t=amsitior. j&ps<~s -Mose authors stare iz stunned dimbeiief wren rharged
witk ~lagiarizm. 72 --zan of the‘illr.’ problem is passivit— c2e 3T0 {ent recently
told.—= that st g.=me eczo begin work on her first essay 37 goir @ o the
librarw to fumi a : » :ax"cles on her topic so she could cemds> .12z o saf.
Barrinz a mivac e, :w¥-an effort is foredoomed to medicerizy - wc=se. For//"’
inste;'x; rof thdakims 21 her’sources as; means of bolstering whaz she -’zants‘ t§
_s;ay, ‘ewe sems ler Sk to be that of gluing tog'et:_her, in no parcticular con=-
text, what ciiw 8 havs: -already said. Ot\lt of such a process the writer may -
acquir= additiizal i=rrmation but not i'ilcely new insights—- the process will
be béri".ng for her, t=: product pi'bbably infuriating for her captive reader.
Frée z:aders- -not friends and not paid teachers-- will nct move beyond the
first'_‘nalrag: 2th. |

< jeking o involve our .studet;;:s, more actively in th=r research, we
- prc - . i a zzoup of sequential writing assignments geare:z to t;}.xe mostly
‘ car=s—rierred programs of Marymount students in fields _ike nursing,

busiz=. : administration, applied arts and education. Amrzz the topics we
dévelop;s are the fol.lowing: for business majors-- partici.’atory management,
job satigfaction, consumefism_; for nursing students-- nutz=irion, medical

- ethic3, qaring for sick children; for education majors=-- testing, sex educa-

/
tion, good ind bad teachers. Studefits in more traditional academic fields

like English and art history have éss'igninentﬁ geared to theiz majors as well,

ERIC.
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Dur goal was to design marerials for studem—s who have solvec zmst of

_their basic mechanics prob:igéms. The sequence w= structured allows =u:2ats

To explofe their own exper.:::ces deriving perzsonal, usable insighz: ==xch
lead them teo m=ieve that sc7¢ command oves subject matter so lacizag in
the patchwort tapefs. We +——ovide a practica. forma: through which =udents
can movs. in &« series of tr=—=== - four stages, to a report"suitaﬁl: .21 both
substaps = am s:yle‘for a cmprssr in théir own fields. Each assigr—nz"cycle"
confro—:x F::dents with ipc—ers.ixzly complex writing tasks for mors expert
audien:. aca level funcrtioms 25 a discove?y or prewriting activicy for

the ne~ 1z =21. Students drav on what thej'already kaow, either consciously

or uns—asc- .sly, about theiz subjects so that they discover a thesis with-

<

in th:=sei-~. rather than at -~ -: adopting one ready~made from the surface
of ti=:v ma-2rials, at worst asenting their reluctant readers with an

incoks:ent, proposal-free cc . uge.

(= the last page of this. irticle: you'll find a_ sample assignment
cycle. Its topic, job satisfaction, might well appear ir business ‘admini-

stration courses, but anyone who has worked could complete it.

A8 you can see, each assignment. has four levels. First, there is a

-

free writing activity or journal which asks that students explofe.as spon~

‘taneously as possible their own recollections, striving for flow and specifi~

city, that stream of natural language which Macrorie and»ofhers tell'usvpours

out from the undonsciopﬁ when a person deeply engages in telling the truth

4 N

i

“about something she cares about (Searching Writing, Pe 32). At this level

students don't labor over formalities; wording, mechanics, focus don't con-

|
v
/

i
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cern them. We ask them to write without editing for zsout half an hour.
As you can see, on the job satisfaction cycle, student= first brainstorm

about their job likes and dislikes then recreate a wori—related incident

which left them feeling either good or bad about the b they had done.

| ?
At the next level students write a twelve-to-fift==m-sentence pa:ag:aph;
- once again Stemming exclusively from personal expérie::». Aithough we dcn'ﬁ‘
p;escribe-a’methnagibgy, we do expose students to traciiozal app;oaches to
paragraph deveIOpﬁent like using topic and subtopic szniences and developing
by means of comparison and contFast, definitioq,‘causa aad effect, and the
&bliké. ‘At this stage, in addition to vividness and suecificity, students
‘must also concern themselves with focus and sﬁ;;ctu:e;‘they must step back
from their experience, analyze it, and use it as surporting evidence. It's
- often difficult for them to do so at first. For example, on the job satis=
(. . fdction assignment, one student had vivdly described in her journmal the
pleasure she had derived from one of her camps jobs=- making posters to
publicize a college dance-— even though no one had complimented her oa the -
fesults. Her account ciearly showed that what she had enjoyed was the
freedom to aﬁproach her task with littie qirection from a supervisor. Yet

she needed help to reach that insight before she could arrive at a meauing-

ful generalization to serve as the topic Sentence for her paragraph.

The most difficult transition occurs at the third level: the general
audience essay; To persond experience, students must now add support from

outside sources: and must produce essays of five-to-six paragraphs. We en-

courage them to -seek information in the’ popular media-- newspapers, tele-

-




vision, movies, anc zhe kinds of magazines indexed in the Readers' Guide--

as well as in iz-=——=ws with friends and acquaintances. Here bad habits

struggle to reagsmz=— chemselves. But our format combats thcin by encouraging
students to expior= wheé ¢ they already know about a subject and what they think
they want to sa¥ zbout it befofe, like Whitman's patient spider, they start .
sending out fil=ments into the void. Because the essay continues the ex-
pression begun iz the journal, studeqts are more likely to actively control,
shape, and explzin their materials rather than just patching them together.
Their library sxcursions become forays for:authoéities, statistics, and |

cases which will help them say more éonvincingly what they want to say.

The following techniques have helped me to get students to bridge the
distance between their'ovﬂ experieﬁces and oufside materials;

(1) continuing the link;ge practiced at the second level by insisting
‘that at least one suppoftiné example in their essays be derived froh per-~
sonal é;perience;

. N .

(2) using media models which effectively insert personal details into

‘articles discussing larger issues of general interest. The Washington Post's

editorial section frequently yields good examples like Michel McQueen's
N . -

"Black Weman, White Man" (January 25, 1981) which places statistics on inter=-
racial marriages side be side with a personal account of the writer's decision

to enter into such a union and Henry Fairlie's "The More You See the Rich,

' The Less Enviahle~ ?héy Seem" (January 25, 1981) which moves effecfively be-

tween personal anecdotes -and quotations from authoiﬁties like Veblép;




: (3) doing'exereises which illustrate the.ﬁalleability of facts and show-
ing that a fact by itself means nothing until.a writer gixeg it meaning by
placing it.in-a coe;ext’and explaining how the reader should interpret it..
Having students use the same facts to make different points helps them to-
realize that facts do not speak for themselves. For example, the‘fact that
. the number of:&eshman women ‘choosing education asGa maJor dropped from 38

/
to 10% between 1969 and 1979 (Chronlcle gz_ngher Education, January 28, 1981)

can support several unrelated theses: .-that mo%e_women now choose non~traditional
_ majors, “that schools may ‘soon suffer from a lack of first-rate teachers, thne
only the truly dedicated now pursue a career whose Job ‘possibilities have .
Abecome severely restricted, that women hav: become more materlallstlc and less <
interested in playlng nurturing roles. Students need to realize that what

, :

the fact means depends, in large part, on'what the writer wants to say;

i/

R

(4) eeightening‘students' awareness of their audience;--I/heve encouraged
Fhem to think of their classmates as representative of the general aﬁdience
the& are, addressing. After selecting their EOpics, students share their pre-~
conceptions about each other's subjects and write brief comments eummarizing
their attitudes. A student preparing to write an essay on anti~-Semitism
profited from recognlzing that the group had a textbook familiarity with the

topic but thought of it as a problem of the past. Another student whose sub~-
!
ject was dresgsing for success reallzed that not all of her audlence was\rotally
'}
sympathetlc. one of her classmates had wrltten, "I don't belleve in dreé81ng for

1

success. You would have a hard time conv1nc1ng me otherw1se." Having expli-

cit- rather than imagined audience reactions helps 1nexper1enced writers plan

-

more effectively and pfovides a valuable tool for the teacher/;n suggestlng

appropriate revisions. : T ///
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Through techniques like ;hese,étuéents work 4t pulling together diverse
T materials on a subj;ct of general iqterest for a non-specialist audience.
Such experiences prepare them for fourth level writing project: a six-or-
seven—sage report for a speciélized audience using Sources from their own

fields in addition to those previousiy used. At this level we also direct

students to the professional indexes-~ the Education Index, the Business

Periodicals Index, the Cumulative Index of Nursing and Allied Health Litera-

ture-- and we require them to use the style manuals of their own divisions--
either MLA, APA or Turabian. Many of these fourth level assignments use a

! : . . . .
case approach, asking students to place themselves in a particular situation

B

for a specific imagined audience. For example, the sample asks the writer

to assume the role of consultant providing advice on how to improve employee

! .
/ i

morale and boost productivity. Though moving to more sophisticated audiences
and sources, students ﬁriting at this level still draw on the methods and kinds.
of materials developed at the earlier stages. We also urgé them to continue

. . o, . ' ‘ . p o
expressing themselves in a confident, personal voice. -

. The following chart summarizes our requirements at each level:’

\
] = Vo

. LEVEL ONE:  SPONTANEOUS JOURNAL I | . \

= BRAINSTORMING LISTS, SENSORY DETAIL FROM REMEMBERED EXPERIENCE
LEVEL TWO: FOCUSED, STRUCTURED, PARAGRAPH - {

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE SUPPORT S \

I

i

LEVEL THREE: STRUCTURED ESSAY FOR A’GENERAL AUDIENCE

5o B © SECONDARY. SOURCE DRAWN FROM POFULAR MEDIA AND INTERVIEWS -
i R “COMBINED: WITH PERSONAL EXPERIENCE AND EXPRESSED IN A CON-
FIDENT ;. PERSONAL - VOICE - - ‘




. -

~ LEVEL FOUR: STRUCTURED REPORT FOR A SPECIALIZED AUDIENCE

SECONDARY SOURCES DRAWN FROM PROFESSIONAL BOOKS AND JOURNALS
: AS WELL AS THE POPULAR MEDIA AND INTERVIEWS COMBINED WITH
y ' PERSONAL EXPERIENCE SUPPORT AND EXPRESSED IN A CONFIDENT,
PERSONAL VCICE

i s

At- Marymount the course in whlch we use these a391gnments is one level

P
above the regular Comp081t10n course; next fall it will fulflll a Junlor level

writing requirement in certain fields as well as prov1de an optlon for students

. . ——- \\
who test out of Composition. We combine these materials with rhetorical ia-
r : '

&

struction, mechanics review, and.researeh methodology. Each student works .
I through four cyqles of writing aSSIgnments like the ones in your sam;le, each

|
cycle lastlng from thre« to fLVe weeks dependlng on the level completed.

i

- T ——— Y ———

e e . i

~— ; - -

)
"All students work through|the same flrst trio of asslgnments which we

:2i% "rhe invisibility cycle," a tltle der;ved from Ralph Ellison's novel.
Wi oot srudents to identify w;th Elllsen s nameless narrator by recreating.
“ ~ theiy ...~ experiences of being discriminated” agalnst—- times when they have
felt 1nv1&1ole as students, patlents, customers, pa;tygoers, and the like.
No one who has survived chﬂdhood and adolescence is wrthout an 1nv151b111ty
experience to draw upon. A follow—up assignment asks ehem to reverse their
perspectives and eithef to recreate their invisibility experiences from the
~point of view;of their tormentors or, alternatively, to recall instances when
they have been the bPllleS or have treated others with Lndlfference, an exer-
cise that ofteanroves palnful but enlightening. These explorations serve
- _ as prewriting activities for the first essay assignment-- to wriﬁe about some

.‘1nd1v1dual or group v1ct1mlzed by discriminatiea, an overworked top1c to Wthh

we have seen fresh approaches because of students of en newly galned insight

inte the problem. : Er.

e o
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Once everyone has completed, the invisibility cycle, students choose
indiviﬁUally from the- other available assignments. For thelsecond cycle we
stipulats only that they must select a topic from 0utslde their majors; since
they don’t‘move/oeyond the essay level in this cxcle, avoiding their own special-

ties combats a too-limited focus without demanding too-great expertise. The
N .

=

third round of agsignments lasts five weeks; here students must choose from
their own fields and work through the specialized report. For the last series

all students again work on the same project-- a communication arts assignment

which focuses on the writer's stance and offers a more sophisticated explora-
tlon of p01nt of view than |does the 1nv131b111Q7cycle. The long cycle can

come at any p01nt after the flrst. But we haVo found that assigning it ‘as

\
the thlrd of fourcydes works best in av01d1ng end-of~term pressures and
allowing time for revision. \Other teachers could, of course, assign more or
fewer complete er 1ncomplete\cjcles as their tastes, students abilities,

and paper-gradlng stamina dlctate. - , ' i

" : As you can see, thesge a391gnments attempt to brldge the distance between -
what James 'Britton has termed expr9331ve and transact1onal language (The De-~
velopment of ertlng,Abllltles, ll 18) and what Llnda Flower has called

»

wrlter-based and\reader-based prose ("Problem—Solv1ng Strategies and the er-

§
-ting Process," College Engllsh 39(1977),449-461 We try to develop students

ab111ty to connect language which is ‘close to ‘the gself with language whose -

\

Ry

purpose is to 1mpart lnformatlon,to n "audience, For the most part, govermnment,

L4
A

;industry, and academe ask for the atter; But our profession has for some time

realized that Expre331ve language plays an important preliminary role in pro-

duclng prose thac communicates effectx&bly to an audience. Our.method cap1- s

tallzes on this" 1nterrelat10nsh1p., In a recent College Engllsh artlcle,




concerning cross-disciplinary faculty workshops, Randall Freisinger argues,

"If we as teachers-- no matter what d15c1p11ne—- expect students to write well,
L N ’
we must understand the b1nary character of language and provide opportun*tles

in our assignments for students to operate in both spheres” (October 1980, 155).

These sequential asgignments do just that.

?he assignments and the course format I've discussed offer several ad-
. . N ‘
vantages to both teachers and students: -

'

(1) By drawing on.subject matter from other disciplines, we respond| to
the concerns of faculty from,these fields that writing courses taught #n

Engllsh departments better prepare studengs for profe981ona1 writing.- We also

open an avenue of d1alogue with non—specxalxsts, acquainting them wlth current

rhetorical theory.
(2) By requiring the kind.of writing students need for their current majors
~and future careers, we heighten thejr tolerance for the mechanics review and

rhetorical exercises which we also build into the course.

\ : ’ .
\ . ,/
\\ . . \ \\

(3) By forglng a direct link oetween personal experlence and professional
writing, we\proV1de a format which helps st?dents find their own voices and
grapple meaningfully rather than mechanlcally wlth their research t0p1cs;
]student who has worked wlthﬁthla method:

As I stood inaline which formed around our teacher's

. large'wooden desk, I’gianced at the elock and noticed that




half of the class had elapsed. There was a good chance that

P

another day would_pase and I would not have my private ses- -
sion with Mrs. Smith. These ‘private sessions are the basis
;o  of the Individually Guided Education system. Although I.G.E. _ ' o

\ is a form of education which teaches each child personally,
. . ) /

¢

T feel it is an inefficient and impractical form of instructionm.
e . This passage, unlike the one we started with, vibrates with the sound cf

someone who is in charge of what she is saying. -
3 k : ‘ . s

\

(4) Flnally, by root1ng each assignment in personal experfence, we make
use of writing's ab111ty to serve as an avenue of self~discovery. On last

semester s course evaluatlons one student wrote, "I learned a lot about my- o

self. I.w1sh I:had taken the course sooner."

a "

We.certainly-don't claim-to have found a panacea—- we still have to deal

with lots. of weak wrltlng. But u91ng thls approach and these materlals we
'do receive more effectlve more contolled—- Just plaln more 1nterest1ng--» : =

research papers. L

o . Lillisn M. Bisson o o
o o Professor of Englisn, { o
Marymount College of Virginia -
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\BUSINESS: JOB “SATLSFACTION - -
: — .

- . B . . . \’:-.\
Level 1: Journal -

~ Jot down the ten tasks thadt you most enjoy doing and the ten that you most’ \‘
hate doing. : :

~ Recall as vividly as possible one incidg?t wher you felt either very good or
very. bad about a job you.-had done. ’ ’ :

.Lével\}\v Personal Bxpékience Paragraph

. Watch several people doing their jobé or recall several workers you had a //
chance to observe closely in the past. Do the people you observe seem well- /
suited to their work?.~ Do they appear to 'be both capable and happy? Is there /

~ a connection between’ the .two? . .
. . .. Drawing on your own job experiences and on your observations of others at
‘ work, wri;e.a'qgil~developed\parag:aph exploring one’ factor that contributes
significantlx/to job dissatisfaction or satisfaction. -
\ - . . A .

J ’ - [ '

Level 3: General Audience Essay -

¢ . : * A

(not necessarily onewhich you plan to pursue).: Watch newspaper, magazine, and"

\televisiqﬁ"potprayals‘(especially ads) of people in this occupation.  Is the - job
depicted .as glamorous and/or satisfying? . Interview one or two people in that
occipation and ask them dpecifically what they -like or dislike about their jobs.
Find three to five popular magazine articles written in the last five years

‘ concerning the occupation you are gtudying.' Does your research confirm.or under-
mine your.previous impression about. this occupation? , = - ' : ]

_ Mrite an essay discussing the most and the least appealing factors involved
“in the occupation you have been- studying. If applicable, compare .and contrast
your first impression about the job with your'more informed view or compare and
coritrast the impression the media create about'the job (especially in ads) with
the reality of people.actually involved in-the job. ~ . .

‘Choose one'occupatidh_whidh you bglieve-fo have a high level of job satisfaction:

N

Level 4: Spééialized'Audiénce Essay

" You hdve been hired as a management consultant to a small firm interested
in improving employee morale and increasing productivity. Write a report for
your client (specify the nature of the business) reviewing some specific actions

~ the company can take to achieve its jgoals. Use specialized business books and -
_journals to .support your points and’ include several specific job situations to
validate;your generalizatioms. ] ' - '
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